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ABSTRACT 

Action learning is a potentially empowering 
management development strategy — empowering to managers and through 
them to employees. The core of the action learning process is similar 
to the empowerment process identified by Freire (1973), although the 
context of these approaches is very different: praxis. Praxis 
involves critical reflection on experience that leads one to see a 
problem in an entirely new way, to reformulate the problem, and to 
try out new strategies to solve the problem, many of which involve 
collaborative action with peers. In both approaches, participants 
become aware of the way in which taken-f or-granted sociocultural 
norms have often been internalized and acted out without questioning. 
Although action learning is in some ways a very practical learning 
strategy, it departs from many of the purely behaviorist orientations 
to learning because its emphasis is not on shaping the individual to 
a predefined standard. Instead, it works from within to assist the 
individual in seeing his or her individual and social reality from 
different perspectives. The focus is not first and foremost on 
solving a problem more effectively, but on properly naming the 
problem before one even begins to think of strategies for its 
solution. In this way, it is suited to the challenge of today 1 s 
managers who must take a proactive role in creating and managing 
change before they are overwhelmed by its effects. (KC) 
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ChangB may wbII be the only constant in today's world of 
^j. international business. To survive and flourish, managers of leading-BdgB 
companies havB BxpBrimBnted with innovatiVB rBsponsBS to unfamiliar 
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problBms: B.g., BntrBprenBurship and intraprenBurship, dBCBntralization, 
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nBtworMng, participatory managBmBnt, flattBning of middlB managBmBnt, 
and a culture of empowBrmBnt (KantBr 1SB3, Naisbitt and AburdBnB 1SB5, 
PBtBrs and Waterman 19B2 and TofflBr 19B5). ChangB has stimulatsd 
managBrs to creatB visions, tahB risMs, and follow through by 
revolutionizing the way in which thBy do businBSS, Tichy and Dsvanna 
(1SBB) writB about the transformational leadBr who not only copss with 
organizational changB, but worMs to rnahB it happBn, 

Change is also stimulating managers to share more of thsir powsr 
with employ bbs, although as Munnslly (1SB7) cautions, employBB 
participation programs may of tBn bB cosmBtic or insufficiently integratsd 
with othBr dimBnsions of thB organization to be succBSSful. McLagan 
(1SB6) suggests that managBrs must bBcamB stratBgic thinMsrs in a nsw 
age of managBmBnt dBVBlopmBnt whBre judgmBnt drivBS dBcisions and 
actions mnrB than do procBdures and precBdBnts. In ordBr to mBBt 
organizational nBBds for innovation, quality and productivity, managers 
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anticipation erf chailBngBs, and intBgration among IbvbIs within an 
organization as wbII as bBtwBBn thB organization and its MBy intBrfacBS. 
BurMB (1SB6) and othBrs rBinforca thB conclusion that succBSsfu! 
businBSSBS BmpowBr BmployBBS as wbII as and throu gh managars. 

This papBr dBscribBS a stratBgy for ampowBring managBrs caHBd 
Action Laarning, drawing on both litBraturB and thE author's rBSBarch and 
practice with a modBl dBVBlopBd by thB ManagBmBnt Institute of Lund [MIL] 
in SwodBn. ThB author suggBsts that BmpowBrmBnt, which of tBn rBfBrs 
to thB disBnfranchisBd [thosB who do not hold powBr by virtuB of thBir 
position in a social world), can bB Bqually rBlBvant to thosB who already 
hold ascribBd powBr, in this casB managBrs, BVBn though thB purposB, IbvbI 
of personal intBnsity, and social implications may diffBr. NonBthBlBss, thB 
corB of thB iBarning process in Bmpowarmant of thB disBnf ranchisBd or 
BnfranchisBd is similar: a transformation brought about by critical 
rafiBction on BxpBrisncB that intagratBS learning about tasMs, social norms 
and onBSBlf. 

Action Learning 

Action Lbc -ning is a managBmBnt dBVBlopmBnt strategy that seams 
WBll-suitBd to Bm t "Bring managBrs to both copB with changB proactivBly 
and to BmpowBr BmployBt. ' n oarticipatB mora proactivBly in this changB. 
Action Learning originatBd witt .nBginald RBvans 11971) in England during 
World War II. RBvans obsBrvBd that pBoplB iBarn bBst from and with 
othBrs whilB tacWing rBal-lifB problems. Under thB right conditions, hB 
found that iBarnBrs developed "questioning (Q) insight" from thBir 
BxperiBnce rathBr than rBlying on BxpBrt "programmBd" (P) MnowlBdgB 
unsuitad to thBir nBBds. Action LBarning is designBd to fostBr "Q" IBarning 



through a group-facilitatBd cycle of action and reflection. M P M learning is 
added only after the learners are sure they need this Mnowledge and Mnow 
how thEy will use it 

In describing Action Learning in business settings, Foy (1377] 
idBntifiBS three Mey principles on which it is based: 



1. Mature people Ic^rn best whBn they are directly involved in 

real problems to which answers are not Mnown. 

2. OnB's own BxpBriBncB, togBthBr with that of othBrs, can bB 
examined to hBlp find solutions to major problBms, 

3. LBarning by doing is particularly BffBCtiVB whBn a problBm is 
tacMled in an unfamiliar situation (pp, 15Q-S]. 



OnB modBl for Action LBarning has bRBn dBVBloped by ths 
ManagBmBnt InstitutB in Lund (MiL) in worh with somB 3D Swsdish 
companiBS ovBr thB last Bight yBars, MiL has translatBd Action Lsarning 
principlBS into thB following modBl; 



□ Each program has 15-20 participants. 

□ Each program lasts 3D-4D days and is spread out ovsr an 
B-12 month pBriod. 

□ ThB tirnB is evBnly split bBtweBn sBminars and projBCt 
work 

□ Participants join projBCt tBams of thrBB to four with no 
morB than one nriBmbBr from thB samB company or 
dBpartmBnt on Bach tBam, Each tBam rBprBSBnts a broad 
mix of psrspBctiVBS and backgrounds. 

□ ThB work and iBarning of Bach projBCt tBam is catalyzsd by 
a projBCt facilitator and supplBmBnted by 3 - 5 day 
workshops using outsidB resource pBrsons to challBngs 
participant thinMing. 



ThB core of MiL Action Learning programs is worM in projBCt tBams 
on actual problBms in companiB? othBr than thBir own. The unfamiliar 
environment minimizes automatic responses and forces managBrs to 



bacomB awarB of and challBngB assumptions. Facilitators hBlp managBrs 
rBflBct on thBir BxpBriBncB in saminars whBro thBy also iBarn about thB 
dynamics Df thBir group intBractiDn. PBBrs and iBading thinMBrs i.nvitBd as 
rBSDurcBS bring multiplB pBrsBctivBS tD thB situation that hBlp thB group 
rBformulatB thB problBm, challBngB participants' assumptions, and sharB 
thBir own thBoriBS. ManagBrs thus iBarn from rBal-lifB conditions: 
complBX problems, tBams working undBr timB prBssurB whBrB mBmbBrs 
oftan do not Mnow Bach othBr wall, multiplB staMBholdsrs and sBts of social 
norms and valuBS, lacM of goal clarity, and incDmplBtB information. 

MiL's approach is similar to thB pragmatic, axpBriBntial problBm- 
solving ''action research" approach of LBwin [1946). Action rasBarch, also 
usBd in organization dBVBlopmBnt, is a spiral, intBractivB process in which 
actors identify a problBm, plan an intBrvBntion, act, BvaluatB thB action, 
and thBn rB-BvaluatB thB original problBm statBmBnt and plan basBd on 
results. LBwin bBgan with a gBnBral idBa of what was wrong, not with a 
clBarly dBfinBd hypothesis, and sought graatBr clarity as thB cyclB of 
rBSBarch was rBpBatBd. MiL follows a similar cyclB in its sBminars so that 
managBrs IBarn to rB-BvaluatB old data from a nBW pBrspBctiVB as much 
as thBy gain nBW information. 

Exoart vs. Actor-Supon rtsd Strategy 

A principlB of Action LBarning — which is also MBy to iBarning for 
BmpowBrmBnt — is that thB participants taMB thB iBad in thB learning cycls. 
ManagBrs arB hBlpBd to build and BxaminB thBir own thBoriBS-in-usB 
through mutual collaboration among pBBrs with diff Brant backgrounds, 
facilitators and rBSourcB persons. FigurB 1 illustrates thB BxpBrt 
stratBgy in which experts taMB thB lead in problBm solving and thBory 



davBlopmsnt. Figure 2 shows tho actor supporting strategy in which thB 
rnanagar [actor} takes tha Isad in tha process, supported collaboratively by 
Bxparts in all phases of tha learning. 



Figure 1 : Expert Stratagy 
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Source: L. Rohlinj Managemant Instituta in Lund, Swadan. 

The actor-supporting strategy is driven by facilitators who creata 
the conditions for learnars to reflect on axparianca, both individually and 
as a group. Various studies indicata that managers learn bast from their 
expsrianca, although they do not always have tha benefit of the right kind 
□f facilitation to raflact critically and deeply on their actions. A Honaywall 
study, for exampla, found that 5D% of the ways in which managars laarnad 
came from challenging job axpariancas, 3D% from relationships with others 
in the organization, and only 2D% from training (Honaywall 1SB6). Howavar, 
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this study also showBd that teaming v 'as not always Bf f BctivB unlBss thB 
managers invBstBd their bBst BnBrgy intD thB BXOBriBncB, dBVBlopBd 
pBrsonal iBarning agBndas, and took thB timB af tBr a projBCt or assignmBnt 
to rBflBct on thBir action (p. 13). ThBSB findings arB consistent with a 
growing body of litBratur'B Dn how adults learn [Tough 1971, KnowlBs ]B3Q, 
BroohfiBld 19B6] and with Action Learning principles. 



FigurB 2: Actcr Supporting StratBgy 
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SourcB: L. Rohlin, ManagemBnt InstitutB in Lund, BwedBn. 



PBflBction, Critical PBflBction and Transformation 

RBflBcticn is kBy to Action LBarning. FigurB 3 illustratBs thB way in 
which raflBction is built into thB Action LBarning mode!. The managBr 
movBs bach and forth bBtwBBn actual situations and thsorBtical modBls in 
a "sBarch-and-lBarn" procBss. At diffBrBnt stagBs of thB procBss, 
emphasis is placBd on thB various IBarning tBchniquBs idBntifiBd outsidB thB 
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circles, ThB managBr in an actual situation reacts and prcacts, and thQn is 
hBlpBd to cbsBrvB and intBrprBt thB rBsults of action, ThB managBr is 
simultanBcusly hBlpBd to BxpBrimBnt with diffBrBnt thBcriBs and tc ash 
questions that iBads him or hBr to BvaluatB data in light of thBcriBs and to 
answBr quBstions raisBd, In this way, thB managBr builds his or hBr own 
thBcriBs, triBd and tBsted in actual situations. 

FigurB 3: Action LBarning ModBl 
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SourcB: L. Rohlin, Management Institute in Lund, Sweden. 

The nature of reflection in this process seems to go far beyond the 
almost simple, first-order Mind of reflection that occurs when one's 
actions do not produce the expected results. Simple reflection prompts 
one to dBtarminB why action "x" did not produce result N y" in order to 
choose an alternative action. In Action Learning, managers are placed in 
situations whBrB thBir usual rBpBrtoire of responses often do not work 
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because they have made certain assumptions about the situation that are 
not accurate, The managers must dig below the surface to question 
values, norms, beliefs and habits that may cause dysfunctional behavior of 
which thBy are unaware. 

In this regard, Action Learning may at times be similar to the Action 
SciBncB approach usBd by Argyris and Schon (Argyris and Schon 1974; 
Argyris 19B2; Argyris, Putnam and McLain Smith 19B5] who nota that a gap 
frequently occurs bBtwBBn planning an action and carrying it out or 
bBtwBBn espousBd thBoriBS and theories-in-usB. Arygris and Schon 
suggBSt that most pBoplB iBarn in a singla loop rathar than a double loop, 
terms borrowed from Engineering and illustratad by the analogy of a 
thermostat. SinglB loop learning taMes place when the temperature is 
continually adjusted to a prB-set temperature. Double loop learning taMes 
placB whan somaona questions the assumptions underlying the decision to 
set thB tBmparature at one level rather than another, Both Action Science 
and Action Learning assist managers in questioning assumptions, 
examining values undarlying action, and critically reflecting on their own 
inaf feutivenass whan things do not go as planned rather than looMing 
primarily to BXtBrnal complications, 

Action LBarning effects a transformation of sorts in managers, an 
"aha" experianca that anablas them to see themselves differently as 
managers, to re-evaluate old experiences, and to recast their vision of 
thBir rale as leaders in their companies and the world, Transformation in 
managers is both personal and social — personal in that it is the unique 
understanding of one individual, but social in that this understanding is 
shaped by implicit and explicit organizational cultures which are then 
examined, interpreted, maintained and perpetuated by these managers, 
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Empowerment 

There is no guarantee that Action Learning will result in 
BmpDWBrmBnt as this tarm is often understood in the literature, that is, a 
hind of Bnfrachisement of the powerless, Empowerment in the workplace 
is often equated with workplace democracy or participatory management, 
SamB companies might salact a problem of this nature for their projects, 
but this kind of Bmpow&rmBnt is not typically tha aim of companies 
participating in Action Learning programs, 

HowBVBr, transformation is personally ampowaring in an educational 
way whBn Action Learning hBlps the individual ~ in this case, the manager 
— to takB off blinders that hava filtered his or her version of reality and 
shaped his or hBr responses, to be more in touch with values and feelings 
that motivate action, to identify and explore unwarranted assumptions and 
assertions, and to act based on personal judgments that have been publicly 
testBd and verified, Bacausa the work of a manager is to work through 
others, pBrsonal Bmpowarmant shculd impact on subordinates and 
colleagues in several ways. 

First, Action Learning might be used by managers in working with 
thBir own subordinates, While it saams logical that such replication should 
take place, a number of factors might hinder its occurrence. Managers 
may not possess the skills required to help employees think reflectively or 
to be critically reflective. The Prudential Assurance Company, U.K. found 
that thBir managers could not formally facilitate Action Learning for others 
in thB company when thBy first tried this (Lawis & Marsh 13B7), Argyris, 
Putnam and Smith (1SB5) and Schon (1SB7) have identified tools and 
strategies for this kind of learning, but note that learning these skills take 
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tirnB as in pBrfBcting a game of tennis or golf. rurthBrmors, thB facilitator 
must do more than Bstahlish a climate for opBn discussion. Hb or shB must 
hB ahlB tD confront individuals with viswpoints that might bB pBrsonally 
painful, potBntially Bmbarrassing in front of pBBrs, and conducivB to 
vulnBrability. Such confrontation may bB difficult for an outsidB facilitator, 
but nBar impossiblB for a pBBr. 

EvBn if Action LBarning is not usBd in its BntirBty, thB procBss might 
assist a transf ormBd managBr in dBaling with difficult situations so that he 
or shB might not act in a hasty, unilatBral, or controlling mannBr without 
tBSting for assumptions. For Bxample, a supBrvisor who has to discuss a 
pBrformancB related problEir. with an Bmployss often infBrs motivss or 
Explanations without examining with thB smployBB ths actual Bxamplss on 
which thB judgBmBnt is basBd, and avoids f BBlings or psrsonality issuss 
BVBn if thB supBrvisor dBBms thBm rBlBvant. Action LBarning can hslp ths 
supervisor bBcomB more awarB of inferences, more willing to deal with 
fBBlings, and more opBn to collaborativB problBm solving with ths Bmployss. 
ThB supBrvisor pnd Bmployss might thus jointly analyze thsir mutual 
recollBction of a situation, bring out and tBst hypothBSBS about what 
happBnBd, and try out nBW bBhavior with fBBdback 

Action iBarning is also lihBly to opBn thB managBr to considsration of 
multiple pBrspBctives bBfore making dBcisions, and thus prompt him or hsr 
to sbbM information from a variBty of stahBholdBrs. ManagBrs Isarn to 
givB up thB tBmptation to prBmaturBly follow a "suiution" bBforB thBy havs 
BxplorBd thBir own judgBmBnt. ThBy also iBarn to bring into thBir dBcision 
making procBss thosB pBoplB in thB organization nBBdBd to bBttBr 
undBrstand thB situation and formulate the problBm bBfore taking action. 
In this way they move increasingly toward functional intBrdBpBndBnciBs 
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white taking into account thB uniqueness of each set nf circumstances and 
the staheholders at different levels surrounding a division* 

PBrhaps the most intriguing of the possibilities far empowerment is 
thB way in which personal transformation is embedded in the norms uf the 
organization and the various cultural backgrounds of manager, 
subordinates and colleagues. Personal perspectives and actinn have been 
shapBd by thB implicit social contract of employBBs in an organization. 
Most of thB timB, employBBs act on what thBy have guBssBd thBSB implicit 
norms to bB, oftBn without quastioning whBthBr or not their intBrpretation 
of "thB way we do things around hBrB" is accurate, and if so, whBthBr it is 
cast in concrBte or subjBCt to nBgotiatian, Action Learning trains 
managBrs to rBCOgniZB and challengB th&SB assumptions. When a managsr 
bBgins to Bxhibit this Mind of thinking on thB job, hB or shs bscomBs a 
powBrfu! rolB model that invitBS similar thinking in subordinatss. 

Conclusion 

Action LBarning is a potBntially BmpowBring stratsgy — 
BmpowBfing to managBrs, and through/with thBm, to employses. Ths corB 
of thB Action LBarning procBss is similar to thB BmpowBrmsnt procsss 
idBntifiBd by Freire (197^3) although thB contBxt of thBSB approachss is 
vBry diffBrBnt: praxis. Praxis involvBs critical reftection on expsrisncB 
that iBads onB to sbb a problem in an Bntirely nBw way, rBformulate the 
problBm, and try out new strategiBs to soIvb the problBm, many of which 
involvB collaborativB action with pBBrs. In both approachBS, participants 
bBComB aware of thB way in which taken-for-grantBd socio-cultural 
norms havB oftBn bBBn intBrnaliZBd and actBd out without quBstioning. 
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Action Learning is in soma ways a VLry practical learning strategy, 
driven in large part by a naed tD imprDVB behavior. However, it departs 
from many Df the purely behaviorist orientations tD learning because its 
smphasis is not Dn shaping the individual tD a pre-defined standard, but 
works instead from within tD assist the individual tD see hiu dp her 
individual and social rBality from diff Brant parspactivas. The fDeus is net 
first and foremost on solving a problem mora effectively, but on properly 
naming thB problem before one even begins to thinM of strategies for its 
solution. In this way, it is suited to the challenge of today's managers 
who, as pointed out in the introduction to this article, must taMe a 
proactive role in creating and managing change before they are 
overwhelmed by its effects and left in the dust. 
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